Volume 1990

Issue 9

1-15-1990

We Call It North Carolina
Kay Fortunato

Follow this and additional works at: https://dc.swosu.edu/mcircle
Part of the Children's and Young Adult Literature Commons

Recommended Citation
Fortunato, Kay (1990) "We Call It North Carolina," The Mythic Circle: Vol. 1990: Iss. 9, Article 7.
Available at: https://dc.swosu.edu/mcircle/vol1990/iss9/7

This Fiction is brought to you for free and open
access by the Mythopoeic Society at SWOSU Digital
Commons. It has been accepted for inclusion in The
Mythic Circle by an authorized editor of SWOSU
Digital Commons. An ADA compliant document is
available upon request. For more information, please
contact phillip.fitzsimmons@swosu.edu.

To join the Mythopoeic Society go
to: http://www.mythsoc.org/
join.htm

Article 7

Online Summer Seminar 2023
August 5-6, 2023: Fantasy Goes to Hell: Depictions of Hell in Modern Fantasy Texts
https://mythsoc.org/oms/oms-2023.htm

We Call It North Carolina
Abstract
Stacy Miller pulled off the New York State Thruway and turned onto a narrow country road somewhere
just north of Pembroke, a perfectly ordinary country road, by all appearances.

Additional Keywords
Fiction; We Call It North Carolina; Kay Fortunato

This fiction is available in The Mythic Circle: https://dc.swosu.edu/mcircle/vol1990/iss9/7

We Call It North Carolina
by
Kay Fortunato
Stacy Miller pulled off the New York State Thruway
and turned onto a narrow country road somewhere just
north of Pembroke, a perfectly ordinary country road, by
all appearances. She checked her watch, wondering if the
time of day might have had anything to do with it. and
glanced down at her speedometer, clicking the cruise controlin at 47.
It was fast approaching sundown. Already the sky
was streaked with pink and purple. The air was crisp, but
not cold. So far it had been a warm May by western New
York standards. Stacy scanned the horizon, then dropped
her eyes once more to the speedometer which still read a
steady 47. Curled up quietly on the seat beside her,
wrapped in a blanket. was the imperturbable Zelda who
finally stirred and began to shift position to see out the
windshield, as if sensing that something unusual was
about to happen.
Stacy looked away from the road long enough to acknowledge her pet's interest in the experiment "Hey
there Zelda, take a turn at the wheel?" The Burmese python raised herself up and slid about two feet of her bulk
along the back of the front seat. checking out the scenery.
"It was right about here last time." Stacy felt her
muscles tense as the car crested the familiar knoll, and she
looked down on the neatly tilled farmland beyond. Then
they were starting down the other side, steady at 47 miles
an hour, despite the Ford's natural inclination to pick up
speed. She took a deep breath, scanned the roadside
briefly, looking for the old dead pine tree. Right about
here ...
Again, just like last week, Stacy felt a moment of
disorientation, and for a brief instant her vision blurred.
Then the feeling was gone. The road continued downhill.
At the bottom was a sign that read: Welcome to North
Carolina
Zelda inched along the back of the seat and curved
her head around on Stacy's shoulder, poking her head in
the darkness beneath Stacy's thick chestnut hair. "Good
girl," Stacy breathed, barely aware of the snake's presence. "We did it It worked again."
Of course it was impossible. AU' she could think
about were old episodes of The Outer Limits. "We will
adjust your sets," she murmured to Zelda grinning, giving
the python a pat on the head. Zelda wound her way into
the back seat and lay looking out the back window.
Stacy rolled to a stop by the side of the road and sat-

mutely staring, afraid to think things through for fear
she'd have to question her mental health, Zelda was a witness ... if only the old girl could speak.
Last time it had been Missouri. This time North
Carolina. If only there was some way to control where
one came out She supposed that wasn't important Not
really. The important pan was that a road tharstarted out
in Pembroke, New York wasn't likely to take you to either
Missouri or North Carolina. But this one did
Last week she'd been so shocked and confused she'd
turned right around and laid the accelerator to the floor.
And she'd come out in Pembroke, of course, right where
she'd started. After trying several times to duplicate the
experience she'd given up and pulled over on the shoulder
to think.
She'd finally had the presence of mind to make a
mental note of the exact place where it happened, and
she'd jotted down the time she'd noted on her watch when
she'd gone through, and also the last reading she'd seen on
the speedometer.
Now, feeling much calmer than before, Stacy decided to keep going. With a glance in her rear view mirror
she pulled back on the pavement and started out, wondering what she'd find. Several thoughts had occurred to her
during the week as she'd speculated about her strange experience. There was always the possibility that she'd find
nothing else odd beyond the fact that she had quite miraculously driven a good distance across the country without
knowing it. Or, she might find that she had gone forward
or backward in time. That wasn't impossible. Actually,
very little would surprise her at the moment Another
possibility, one that she must admit frightened her. was
that she might find that the Missouri or North Carolina
she was in was quite different from the one she expected
to find. What if she had wandered into some alternate reality. With a grim look of determination, Stacy nudged
the car up to 55.
"Zelda, get up here." Stacy glanced around at the
snake, and Zelda seemed to take its cue from her action
and started up over the back of the seat "Thata girl. I
just want you up here beside me. At ease, now. Curl up
and take a snooze." Obligingly the python rested its eleven foot length beside her, laying its head on her jean-clad
leg, appreciative of her body's heat She dropped one
hand to her leg and ran it along how ever much of Zelda
she could reach. "I swear. If you were a cat, you'd be
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purring." But, my dear Zelda, she thought with a grin,
you feel a lot more like a purse than a cat
After taking the next bend, a town came into view.
But it wasn't like any town Stacy had ever seen. Squat
single-floor dwellings in soft pastel shades were clustered
randomly on dirt roads that ran behind a main street
which was flanked by pink brick buildings. There were
poles with what appeared to be electrical lines, so they
must have electricity, but she noticed the absence of television antennas. Did they have cable TV? Or more likely, they might not know what a television was. There
were no cars on the road, but there were vehicles parked
along the curb that looked like a cross between oldfashioned roadsters and model airplanes. She could distinctly see that they had propellers, but there were no
wings to indicate that these small automotive oddities
were intended to fly.
Strangely, there were no people about. As she reduced her speed and drove slowly through town Stacy
noted that the houses were shut up tightly with blinds
drawn, an assortment of the odd-looking propellered vehicles parked behind many of them. Each house had a garden. Flowers abounded. Some looked totally unfamiliar.
Their colors seemed dazzling in comparison to those she'd
seen at home. It was then she noticed something else:
The sun was just coming up.
It was a startling observation, yet no more so, she
supposed, than anything else she'd seen so far. At least it
explained where all the people were. She stroked Zelda's
head, wondering whether she should stop, keep going, or
tum around and go home. Did these people know where
the road led? Had they ever been to Pembroke, New
York? Her Pembroke, New York? Or were their strange
propellered vehicles incapable of taking them there?
"What should we do now, Zelda?"
The inhabitants of the town might be as curious
looking as their cars. The thought made her slow to a
crawl, looking back in her mirror as she reached the last
of the pink brick buildings.
As she headed out of town, the road took her past
gently rolling hills which were covered with growing
grain. Stacy was not much of a farm girl despite the fact
that she lived in the country. She wished she could identify the crop to say whether it was one that was commonly
grown at home. She'd been so busy staring out over the
fields that she hadn't noticed that a short, tanned figure
had come up alongside the road. She wondered how long
he'd been waving at her. Cautiously she slowed to a stop.
She didn't think she was in any danger, but she was glad
she had Zelda along. Most everyone she knew back home
had had a hard time accepting Zelda Chances were good
that it would be the same way here. The man would not
be likely to try anything funny with a python curled up in
her Jap.
He didn't seem threatening, not if you could tell anything by his face. His weathered features were dominated
by a nose that was a little too big, and expressive light
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blue eyes. There were deep laugh lines at his eyes and
round his mouth. He looked normal enough, and he was
smiling. The only thing not quite right about him was that
he couldn't have been more than four and a half feet tall.
He didn't seem the least bit intimidated by her size, nor by
her car as he came up to her window, which she quickly
rolled down part way.
"Where am I?" she asked, taking the initiative. She
half expected he wouldn't speak English. Abruptly, it occurred to her that he might have been waving to her be-cause he had been trying, with some good reason in
mind, to prevent her from going any farther on this road.
"You're in North Carolina," he said clearly, still
smiling. Zelda stirred unexpectedly and rose up along the
door to have a look at their visitor.
Instead of shrinking back in horror, the little man's
eyes lit with delight. "What a fine animal," he said.
"May I touch it?"
Stacy was afraid her mouth was hanging open. She
didn't know whether she should let him reach into the car,
and her confusion was compounded by the fact that Zelda
seemed quite determined to crawl up the window and get
closer to him. Stacy chose to ignore the question, at least
until she could better assess the situation.
"North Carolina, huh?" she said, and she Jet herself
look unconvinced. Maybe he could explain how this was
all possible, and why it didn't look at all like the North
Carolina she knew.
By now, Zelda was trying to thrust her body through
the window, and the stranger reached out very slowly, and
tentatively touched her cool, smooth skin.
This time it was Stacy's question that went unanswered.
"Seems to like me," he said, laughing. Zelda was
trying to wind her way onto his shoulder. The old girl
had always had pretty good sense about people, and that
was the only thing that was keeping Stacy from being
alarmed. The traitorous python was half through the window, throwing herself shamelessly at a stranger.
Once it was safe to open the door without disturbing
her pet, Stacy got out of the car.
"North Carolina," she said again, looking across the
fields.
"That's what we call it here, yes." He nodded when
she glanced back at him, and he rubbed the python gently,
meeting Stacy's gaze. "you might call it something else."
"I don't quite know how I got here."
"They never seem to," he agreed absently. Zelda decided to transfer herself to Stacy's shoulders. The little
man stood still for a moment, then when the snake was
safe he went on to say, "Come here all you like. Haven't
seen many of the big folk since I was a boy." He paused,
though for a moment, and thrust out one calloused hand.
"By the way, rm Banyman; Yem Barryman."
Stacy collected her wits and took the man's band.
His grasp was surprisingly firm for his size. "Stacy Miller. It's a pleasure to meet you sir. It really is."

Next time she would have to bring someone with
her. But who? She'd be able to prove her wild claims by
bringing the person here. Someone in her family? No,
her family was out They just weren't the sort who'd be
able to deal with North Carolina She stumbled over the
thought, realizing how funny it sounded, and chuckled to
herself. There was Steve that lived in 3B downstairs. In
the past year, since he'd moved in and she'd found out he
liked snakes, they'd become close friends, and they'd had
several philosophical discussions about the nature of the
universe. Yes, be might be one who would understand, or
at least listen. There was the pizza and chickenwings
gang that got together once a month-a bunch of her old
college buddies who were still in the area. It might be interesting to see what they had to say. And there was
Chris and Ellen from work, Donna from chess club ...
quite a few candidates for the trip, actually.
"I'd like to talk to you more," she said to V em Banyman warmly. "Do you drink coffee here in North Carolina? Can I buy you a coffee?" She flushed as it occurred
to her that it might be a useless offer-the money they
used here might be different than hers.
"Yes we drink coffee here, but you don't need to buy
me any. I have a big breakfast packed and waiting. Out
at my tractor. HI know my wife, I have enough extra to
share with you. H you like, I'll drive you up to the hill
and we can enjoy the sunrise while we eat"
"That sounds wonderful." She gathered Zelda firmly
in her arms and started after the man, hoping she could
trust the snake's instincts. The farmer seemed harmless.
Her own intuition told her she'd be safe. ·
"Barley," Banyman said to her, as if in answer to her
earlier speculations. He looked over the field with pride.

"I own a hundred and thirty-two acres. My father had the
farm before me."
She nodded politely and followed him to his tractor.
He climbed into the seat, reached down for 7.elda, and
then motioned for Stacy to climb up. "It's safe enough,"
he promised. "Just perch there and hold on," be said
when she was up. We don't have far to go."
The tractor wasn't like any she'd seen, but it resembled a tractor enough that she would have known what it
was. It was much lower to the ground, and it had three
sets of wheels. Somehow, it looked like a cross between
a tractor and a dune buggy. Maybe that impression was
due to its shiny blue metallic paint
She leaned her head back, shook her hair into the
wind, and closed her eyes, listening to the steady, musical
thrum of the engine. They labored up a mud-hardened
path and crested the hill in no time, and the sunrise was
glorious from here. The barley field was bathed in pale
golden light Not far off, the strange little village with its
funny pink buildings, sparkled like a jewel. The air was
sweet with the pungent smell of rich, damp soil. Stacy
climbed off the tractor and took Zelda in her arms. She
set the snake down, careful to keep an eye on her so she
didn't stray too far.
Vern Banyman pulled a blanket off the seat of his
tractor. It was tattered and threadbare in places, but it
made a fine tablecloth that morning. He spread it on the
ground alongside the path. Together they sat cross-legged
on the edges and laid out the feast between them.
Stacy poured coffee from a little pottery jug that was
wrapped in layers of burlap. It steamed and burbled into
their cups, still boiling hot, and unusually aromatic.
"Was a time," Vern said, "I might have been afraid
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of you." He looked down, unwrapping sausage and
cheese, fresh bread and butter. A tiny smile came to his
lips. He brushed his hands on his overalls and broke off a
hunk of bread, handing it to Stacy. She took his offering,

didn't say anything, just smiled politely. "A long time
ago, in my father's day, used to be a lot of big folk that
came here. Never were any problems back then; polite as
can be, they were. But when I was a kid, I met a few who
wanted to take things back to their world, or worse, make
our world just like theirs. Some of the other big folk, the
good, decent ones, must have found a way to keep the
troublemakers away. I don't know. All I know is, I haven't seen many since I was a boy, and the few I've met
since have been ones that appreciated what they found
here ... they didn't come here and try to change everything."
"You can trust me. I wouldn't want to change anything here," she said quickly. "And I'm sure it wouldn't
be wise to take anything home with me. For one thing, I'd
have a lot of explaining to do."
Vern Banyman smiled, and with a distant look nodded wisely. "Best thing you can take with you is the wonder that comes of meeting new folk, the thrill of seeing a
land beyond your own that few other people know about
Makes life seem to open up around you. At least that's
how it feels meeting you." He looked at her and smiled,
took a sip of his coffee and glanced down at his bronzed,
weather-beaten hands. "Life's a funny thing, it is. Just
when you think you have it all figured out, know everything there is to know that matters to you, that's when the
world opens up and kicks you right in the fanny."
Stacy had to laugh at the expression on his face. "I
guess you're right about that. I wonder what people back
home would say if they knew this place existed. Could
they be as excited about it as I am?" She caught the worried look in his eyes and hastily amended her statement
"Not that I would tell just anyone what I've found, but it
would be fun to discuss alternate universes on a hypothetical basis. It's such an intriguing concept"
Banyman picked a piece of field grass that grew up
through the rutted lane. He chewed one end thoughtfully.
"If your folk are anything like mine, you'd find that most
of them are too wrapped up in their own lives and problems to care about the world they live in, much less a
world that might exist beyond their own."
Stacy shook her head. "I see what you mean, and
yet I find it hard to believe that anyone could be so closeminded that be wouldn't want to step past the borders of
his limited understanding to learn and discover and explore."
Banyman gave her a look that was filled with age
and disappointment, a sad, knowing look that told her
more than words could express. "I went to your world
once," he said very quietly. "Wasn't sure how I managed
it, and never tried to go back again." He looked over the
field and chewed his weed for a moment before going on.
"Wasn't that I didn't want to go back. I was about your
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age at the time and I told two of my friends what I found
They thought I was crazy. Worse, they didn't seem the
lightest bit interested. 'What would you want with some
other world when you have everything you could want
right here?" they told me. I thought about that for days.
Thought about bow sad it was that they couldn't see anything gloriously fascinating about discovering a whole
new world. Maybe they were right, I told myself. Maybe
there was something wrong with me that I couldn't be
content after that with all that life had to offer right here.
Was it silly of me to feel that now that I knew about your
world, mine wasn't enough to satisfy me?" He gave an eloquent shrug.
Stacy couldn't hold back an indignant sputter of
laughter. "Wrong? How could it be wrong?" She made
an angry gesture, her mouth turning down in a disgusted
frown. "If everyone felt like your friends, we'd still be
living in the stone age. No one would have invented or
discovered anything." Zelda came through the barley
along the path and rested her head on the little farmer's
knee. He put out a hand and stroked the snake's body absently.
Stacy drew up her legs and rested her chin on her
knees. Banyman was right about one thing: it was a safe
bet that most of her friends would react the same way his
had. She realized that now with unwanted certainty. To
them, her supposition of an alternate reality would be
nothing more than an entertaining fantasy, and she knew
many of them looked down their noses at fantasy. It was
as if thinking about marvelous things that could exist, imagining people and places she had read about and wished
were real, was a preoccupation limited to children. They
didn't know what they were missing. And here was North
Carolina, as much a fantasy as any book she'd read, but as
real as Pembroke,New York. They didn't deserve to see
the things she'd seen here today. There was no way they
had the childlike acceptance of the fantastic to appreciate
it With one exception. Steve. He alone of all her friends
would be able to feel the breathless excitement of stepping beyond the borders of the known universe, and he
alone was worthy of that gift of discovery. She could
hardly wait to get home and tell him about her experience.
Vern Banyman quietly finished eating, gloomy and
introspective, the sparkle gone from his eyes. Stacy finished her own breakfast. Looking at him, she knew what
she had to do. "How would you like to go to Pembroke,
New York?" she said. "The only problem is, I'm not sure
I can get you back. I don't seem to have any control over
where I end up when Ienter your world."
He looked at her, and the twinkle was back in his
eyes. "I'd like that," he said. "I'd like that very much. It
would be worth the risk to see your world again after all
these years."
She thought for a moment. "I have a theory, and I
think it might be right Both times when I came here, I
found myself back home when I reentered my world.
Probably I was automatically drawn back to the place

where I belong. If so, I bet it would work the same way

for you. rn bring you back at sunset n
He nodded and stood up, his smile brighter than the
fading sunrise.
"Do you want to go home first? Tell your wife
where you're going?"
He thought for a moment and shook his head. "No.
I think this is something I'd be wise to keep to myself."
They walked together to the tractor, Zelda curled
contentedly arounnd Stacy's neck. She couldn't even be
sure she'd be able to get back, now that the sunrise was
nearly gone. This time corresponded with sunset in her
own world, and that was the only time she'd been able to
get through.
Banyman was quiet when they got into her car and
she started the engine. They drove in companionable si-

Eo1TORIAL---------------------------This issue was intended for September, 1989, but
during that month my (Lynn's) husband was hit by a
truck while we were walking back to our car after a
visit to the L.A. County Fair. A hit-and-run accident
has a way of re-prioritizing your life. First is gratitude
that Phil is fundamentally and miraculously all right;
there's still some muscle soreness (this is a full four
months later) but, despite his feet and legs being
run over by the rear wheels of the truck, there were
no broken bones and a catscan showed no blood
clots or serious trauma to the brain. Second is
frustration with the local police department for doing
nothing, even after I advised them that 2 of the 6 witnesses could ID the driver; so third becomes pursuing this jerk in the civil courts because it's a very
dangerous thing for someone to learn he can do
felony hit-and-run with impunity.
We also had the delight of good friends visiting
from England for three weeks. Christine had hoped
to put the issue together during this period but that
proved impossible with the fullness of her schedule.
We were able to get together several times over
Christmas to discuss possible solutions to our difficulties producing The Mythic Circle and we've
come up with several.
First, we've added a third editor, Tina Cooper,
who will handle poetry submissions and assist with
stories and correspondence. Second, we've created
a schedule for the year: the deadline for the second
issue will be mid-June; the deadline tor. the third
issue will be early September. We an.nope that by
scheduling The Mythic Circle into our calendars
we'll be able to block and save the time required to
produce it.

lenceup the road, past the funny pink buildings, the neat
little houses, the strange propellered cars. Starting up the
hill she held the speedometerneedle right on 47 miles an
hour. "I sure hope it works again this time."
"It should," Banyman said, "I've heard the gate on
this side stays open longer."
The brief feeling of disorientation came, along with
a keen thrill of unbridled elation as she came out in the
dusky remains of a Pemebroke, New York sunset She
pulled the car over on the edge of the deserted road. Banyman threw open his door and got out, his face lifted to
the darkening sky. They shared the magic of that moment
together without saying a word. At last, unable to contain
her excitement any longer, Stacy whispered, "
Come on. I have a friend I'd like you to meet,"

We are printing your responses to the Mythic
Circle Cirvaywe sent out with Issue #8 and we were
really thrilled by the high percentage we received •
you guys are terrific! We saw that most of you would
rather pay a little more for a nicer zine that goes to
more editors, so we got a very competitive bid on
printing and we're going use offset print instead of
xerography for this entire year (if this poses a
hardship for you, please write us - we may be able to
work something out).
But even raising the subscription price to $15 a
year won't cover the expenses if we don't increase
our circulation* • with that in mind we ask you, the
participants in this workshop, to help us get TMC out
there: libraries may be interested, particular1y at colleges with creative writing programs; fantasy, sf, and
alternative bookstores may be interested in carrying
some copies; friends or relatives or attendees at
cons may be interested. If you could use some flyers
that advertise us, drop us a line and we'll send some
out. If you've got a lead you'd like us to follow up, let
us know. We appreciate your support- frankly, your
support and interest is the reason we keep going.
As always, we solicit your opinions and critiques
of stories and poetry printed in this issue • you're the
reason The Mythic Circle is special. Thanks for your
patience and support.

"'Donations above the price of subscription are taxdeductible as The Mythopoeic Society is a non-profit
organization and TMC can always use the funds.
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